The paper aims at analyzing some Wagnerian figures in order to show that the influence of Schopenhauer's philosophy on Wagner is not as strong as commonly held -at least not in his operas. The figures that shall be considered are: Wotan and Brünnhilde, Tristan and Isolde, and finally Parsifal, who appears to be the only Schopenhauerian character of all.
It is not my intention in this paper to speak generically of the influence of
Schopenhauer's philosophy on Wagner.
I shall rather try to analyze five
Wagnerian figures in order to show that the current opinion on Schopenhauer's influence on his works should be at least partially revised. While Schopenhauer's thought undoubtedly impressed Wagner very much, this influence should be sought rather in some theoretical aspects, that is, with regard to the role Wagner assigns to art in general and to music in particular, and maybe in some musical aspects. This influence seems to be weaker precisely with regard to the dramaturgical aspect, to the librettos, in which we would expect to find it at its strongest, but in which on the contrary we are confronted with figures and situations that are rather at odds with Schopenhauer's thought.
The figures I shall consider are Wotan and Brünnhilde, Tristan and Isolde, and finally Parsifal. The choice is not arbitrary, but is in a sense an obligato ry one, since Wagner himself connects these figures to Schopenhauer's philosophy. But first, let me reconstruct briefly the circumstances under which Wagner fell under the spell of Schopenhauer.
In 1854 Wagner finishes with the composition of the musical score of
Walküre. In the fall of that year he reads for the first time The World as Will and
Representation. In the summer of 1855 he claims to have read the book already 1 Nor shall I deal with the question of how it is possible that Wagner was so profoundly impressed by Schopenhauer's idea of compassion and at the same time wrote some of the most rabid and heinous antiSemitic writings of World history. By all his artistic merits and artistic integrity, Wagner did never act coherently from a non-artistic point of view. In his typical self-indulgence, he would have probably considered as a mark of intellectual independence what strikes us as plain incoherence and hideous racism (since his anti-Semitic views were based on racial theories, not on the traditional Christian resentment against the so-called "murderers of God").
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four times and in fact he shall read it over and over since that moment. and from a strong will of artistic change to a radical pessimism and, in Parsifal, to an ascetic renunciation towards life. We shall consider later whether this critic ism is correct with regard to Parsifal.
On the other side, if we consider Wagner's theoretical writings before his encounter with Schopenhauer, we can find many common points with regard to the priority assigned to music over the other arts. This lead Edouard Sans, who analyzed extensively the relationship between the composer and the philosopher, to write that Wagner "was intimately ready to get from the philosopher the validation of his deepest convictions. Schopenhauer will preach to the choir" (SANS 1969, p. 263) . From this point of view, the writing on Beethoven from 1870, the most "Schopenhauerian" among Wagner's writings, could be seen alternatively either as the most accomplished expression of the "true" Wagner, or as a mere repetition of old ideas in new form, or as a complete change in the composer's theoretical stance. The querelle is far from being solved, but it will not matter here (for an analysis of the different readings see COOKE 1979 , MAGEE 1988 and NATTIEZ 1997 . "I give up my work.
Only one thing I want now:
the end, the end!"
However, on several occasions Wotan shall admit that this decision of wanting the end was taken in a moment of despair and rage and that he did not renounce definitively his plans. In Siegfried, Wotan, who now calls himself Wanderer (but 2 The hero, under the spell of Hagen's magic potion, promises to Günther to conquer Brünnhilde for him as a bride in order to get in exchange Gutrune's hand. When Brünnhilde sees her husband at the side of his new bride, she swears revenge and reveals to Hagen where Siegfried's weak spot lies: in his back. Therefore Hagen is able to kill Siegfried. When she learns from Gutrune that Siegfried was under the spell of the magic potion, however, Brünnhilde goes back to her initial love, climbs up the pyre where his lover's corpse lies, starts the fire that shall destroy Walhalla and throw the ring in the Rhine.
whom the two Nibelungs and Erda recognize at once when they meet him), seems still to entertain the hope of preventing at least that the ring falls in the hands of his arch-enemy Alberich. This is not tantamount to saying that Wotan does not want the end anymore. Rather, he wants this ending to be his ending, that is, an ending according to his plans (see KITCHER & SCHACHT 2004) . The fact that he now wants the end of everything is no longer the result of a mood of despair, but of an explicit choice, as Wotan explains to Erda in their dramatic dialogue. I
wonder whether this makes a Schopenhauerian character out of him. First of all, the intensity with which Wotan claims to desire the end has nothing of the complete renunciation to one's will that according to Schopenhauer should represent our final ideal; furthermore, notwithstanding his desiring the end, Wotan does not want any end whatsoever, but still pursues an ambitious plan: he wants to
give back somehow the ring to the Rhine daughters. For this reason, after his encounter with Siegfried, shocked and appalled by the hero's arrogance and egoism, the god closes himself in an attitude of somber silence and bitter disappointment, as Waltraute tells Brünnhilde in Götterdämmerung. This is the first time that Brünnhilde is faced with the ring dilemma: on the one side it is the pawn of Siegfried's love, to which she does not want to renounce, understandably;
on the other side the equilibrium broken by Alberich will be restored only when the ring will return to the Rhine, as Waltraute explains. But the valkyrie has not yet grasped this point and thinks only that all Waltraute wants is just to restore
Wotan's peace of mind. Only at the end, after Siegfried having betrayed her, after having seen their love wretchedly fall apart because of human wickedness and corruption, Brünnhilde realizes that Waltraute was right, that the only way out is to
give back the ring to the Rhine daughters. Returning the ring may not, however, be an unconscious act. This is the reason why the Rhine daughters reject the ring when Siegfried offers it to them in a typically thoughtless act. The hero does never realize what the ring really means; he would trade it now for carnal love. This is why the Rhine daughters cannot accept it -not for that reason. The ring was molded through an act of renunciation to love; now it has to be returned through an act of love, not of mere sexual desire. In this sense the Ring is the story of a failure: the failure of Wotan's attempt to create a stable order and to impose his will to the world by force. As the Norns remind us in the prologue of Götterdämmerung, the history of the world starts precisely when Wotan rips off a branch of the cosmic ash in order to bui ld his spear, which shall become the symbol of his power: history starts therefore with an act of violence on nature, with an act that breaks the original equilibrium. In the course of the Ring, Wotan realizes that a world arisen from violence and injustice (in the first place from his own violence and injustice) cannot be redeemed but by reestablishing somehow the status quo ante, i.e. by recreating the equilibrium between man and nature that Wotan himself had broken even before his alter ego Alberich would commit an act analogous in intention and effect by stealing the Rhine's gold. What Brünnhilde claims to "know now", at the end of the Ring, is precisely this: it is necessary that the ring goes back to the Rhine with a gesture of reparation, so that this world, resulting from disequilibrium, violence and desire of power, may die in the purifying flames of Loge, who, as the embodiment of fire, is an emblematic figure representing the primeval natural powers forced by Wotan to serve him, as Loge himself comments angrily in the finale of Rheingold. The new world will be inherited by the multitude of women and men that attends silently and terrified to the final catastrophe. They are no gods, they are no heroes: they are simple human beings without a name and without a face. Will they be able to build a different world, where law and order are not ground on an act of violence but on love? The message is clearly a Feuerbachian, not a Schopenhauerian one. suspension. This is given when what we thought to be the penultimate chord of a musical piece is not followed by the last chord and by the resolution on to a concord, but by another discord, by a chord that prolongs this resolution, creating an effect of surprise and desire, so that when the resolution finally comes the feeling of satisfaction is even bigger. In a sense one could claim that the whole Tristan and Isolde is just a single suspension, since the real resolution only occurs at the last chord of the opera. The Tristan chord with which the opera starts contains two dissonances and only one of them is resolved, while the resolution of the other is prolonged -and this goes on for the whole opera: every resolved chord is followed by an unresolved one, so that the hearer remains at the same time satisfied and unsatisfied and the suspense is maintained till the end (cf. MA GEE
2001, p. 206 ff.). Even tenser is the prelude to the third act of Parsifal, in which it
is almost impossible to identify the tonic and every chord seems to be written in a different tonic, in an anticipation of atonality.
Tristan und Isolde is an opera in which almost nothing happens from the point of view of external events; however, the few events are momentous: in the first act Tristan and Isolde drink the potion; in the second act they are caught in the act by Marke, and Tristan lets himself get wounded by Melot; in the third act, the in the background by music. But if there are not many external events, there is an endless richness of psychological events, while we are faced with the subtlest interior oscillations in the lovers' souls, which are exposed integrally to our eyes or -better -to our ears, since everything is music in this opera, included feelings and ideas. But which are these ideas? And why is this opera called "metaphysics as music" (MAGEE 2001, p. 205) or considered by many to be a thoroughly
Schopenhauerian opera?
Usually, Schopenhauer's main influence on this opera is seen in the fact In order to understand what they really want, we should concentrate on a word, which they use frequently both as a verb and as a noun: Sehnen, which one could translate with "longing", but not in the sense of desiring something specific.
It is a Schopenhauerian longing, in a sense. Tristan can be said to die out of longing, but at the same time it is this very longing that keeps him alive till his death (on Tristan's longing for death see ŽIŽEK & DOLAR 2002, p. 103 ff.).
When they are together, the two lovers feel for each other such a longing that makes it impossible that it be ever satisfied but through death -death that goes with their love from the very beginning, from the moment they drink together the love potion thinking it to be a mortal poison that will put an end to their forbidden, The time lapse between both deaths is not irrelevant, since it marks, as I said, the failure of the lovers' plan: they do not manage to die together out of love.
Death is unavoidably an individual experience, like birth, as Schopenhauer pointed out. Through death the individual can get rid of his own individuality and disappear in the cosmic All, as Buddhism puts it, but not melt with another individual -which is precisely what Tristan and Isolde aim at. They do not want to disappear in the cosmic All; they want to abandon their individuality in order to form a super-individual, a unique being in which they are no longer Tristan and Isolde, as they sing in Act II, but just one, Tristolde, so to say. Wagner follows
Schopenhauer only up to a point: the final redemption, the renunciation to one's will and individuality is replaced by the longing for a perfect melting with the other -a plan condemned to failure by the sheer impossibility of its realization.
In his long monologue in Act III Tristan expresses his awareness of this impossibility by remarking that Isolde, however much she belongs to him and suffers with him, cannot suffer exactly what he is suffering in that moment. Pain, like death, is something unavoidably individual. Our lovers are always faced with the impossibility of overcoming the barrier that divides two individualities.
Orgasm is just a way of breaching that barrier -and for that reason they want to make their orgasm (identified with night and darkness) eternal, as it appears in their invocation to night in Act II. The opposition of night and day, darkness and light can be also considered to be a reference to Schopenhauer: day and light represent the realm of appearance, of representation, while night and darkness stand for that obscure reality beyond negative examples: they are unable to renounce to the will to live they become aware of in their orgasm; rather, they get caught in the mechanism of desire, in which they long to stay eternally.
Interestingly, Wagner mentioned the idea of a fusion in love before he had read Schopenhauer. In a letter from January 1854, he wrote to his fried Röckel, almost paraphrasing Feuerbach: "Human being is man and woman, and it is Compassion is learnt through a shared experience of suffering. When he tries to still his longing for the mother by kissing Kundry, Parsifal experiences the aches of desire and love and realizes that a similar longing moved Amfortas to seek soothing in Kundry's embrace. Now Parsifal's heart is bleeding like Amf ortas'
wound:
"I saw the wound bleeding:
now it bleeds in me!
Here -here! Spring. Easter or Pessach, the passage, celebrates precisely the passage from winter to spring, from death to new life -in Nature and in human beings when they become aware of the truth hidden beyond the veil of existence. In a letter to Mathilde Wesendonk of 1858 Wagner wrote the following remarks on animal suffering: "And so if there is any purpose in all this suffering it can only be the awakening of pity in man, who thus takes up the animal's failed existence into himself, and, by perceiving the error of all existence, becomes the redeemer of the world. This interpretation will become clearer to you some day from the third act of Parzival, which takes place on Good Friday morning" (quoted by NEWMAN
1949, p. 702). This has nothing to do with Christian redemption, nor with the
Christian vision of life, rather with Buddhism or… with Schopenhauer. So, the opera that allegedly marks Wagner's "conversion" to Christianity reveals itself to be a celebration of the philosophy of Schopenhauer. Wagner manages finally to create a Schopenhauerian work of art at his third attempt, in his last opera -last not only because he died a couple of months after the premiere, but because he had expressed often the intention of stopping composing operas after Parsifal in order to dedicate himself to symphonic music.
The question that remains unanswered is: Does Parsifal, who has now attained wisdom through compassion, redeem just himself or also the others, as
Brünnhilde did? True: he heals Amfortas' wound; but releasing the king from pain means not exactly redeeming him. After all the choir sings: "Erlösung dem Erlöser", "redemption for the redeemer". And from a Schopenhauerian point of view, is any other redemption possible but self-redemption?
